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Home Growing and Food Security in West Oakland, CA
Introduction:
I am a student of sustainable agroecology and an upcoming sustainable urban farmer.
I believe that we should all grow our own food in order to decentralize the industrial food
system in America, to reclaim and redistribute American farmland to people of color, and to
ensure food security across this country of food-apartheid. Food apartheid is another term for
a food desert, which is a neighborhood that does not have access to grocers that sell
affordable, fresh, and healthy produce/foods. The term “food apartheid” accounts for the
institutionalized racial discrimination present in such neighborhoods, and clarifies that this
landscape of food insecurity in human-made, not naturally occurring (Penniman). “More than
23.5 million Americans live more than a mile away from their nearest supermarket, and 2.3
million of them don’t have access to a car” (Doherty). Rather than forcing millions of
Americans (predominantly those of color) to eat from local and limited corner stores, we
should distribute and grow healthy food with equity, sustainability, and accessibility on the
front of the mind.
Furthermore, empowering people to grow their own food decentralizes food
production, which allows consumers to understand and control the source of their food, as
well as creating self-autonomous food security. In 1910, black people in America owned
14% of America’s farmland, but through the Black Codes, the 13 th Amendment, redlining,
and more institutionalized acts of racism, black farmers today own only 1.5% of America’s
farmland (Penniman). I strive to work towards the grassroots reclamation of growing across
the nation. I created an instructional manual, or “zine” (name for an informal, homemade
mini magazine), displaying how to grow fresh produce at home. The zine, titled “Easy Home
Growing,” is designed to support people with limited resources to grow food at home. This
manual can be particularly important amidst the COVID-19 outbreak, which makes accessing
grocery stores and earning enough money for food even more challenging for those already
living in food apartheid. A neighborhood near me in food apartheid is West Oakland,
California. I will distribute the zines through the neighborhood in hopes to empower my
community to grow organic, fresh, and healthy produce at home.
Methodology:
To inform my zine, I began creating my own home garden. I did not want to write an
instruction manual on gardening without having grown food myself. I am a fledgling farmer,
so growing my own food at home has been as experimental as it is exciting. In the middle of
March 2020, I began the research that would later constitute my home garden and “Easy
Home Growing”. Three books have provided the majority of my information: “Golden Gate
Gardening” by Pam Pierce, which explains food cultivation in the San Francisco Bay Area,
“Farming While Black” by Leah Penniman, which focuses on farming through the black
history of food in America, and Homesweet Homegrown” by Robyn Jasko, with general,

simplified information on growing food. I have also visited websites to find more detailed
information, such as how to build a planter box and the specifics of starting seeds indoors.
With the help of my Dad, I have constructed three large planter boxes for my home garden,
seeing that the island soil beneath me is a bit too sandy for growing food. I will grow all of
the four crops detailed in my zine, and a handful more, to supplement my knowledge of
farming with genuine experience.
To create the zine, I used information from the same books listed above, as well as
websites to learn more about food apartheid around me. I used the USDA Food Atlas, an
initiative of Michelle Obama´s Let’s Move! Campaign. This interactive map shows the places
in America that are ‘Low Income’, ‘Low Access’, and far from grocery stores. I set up the
system to show such communities that are ½ a mile to 1 mile away from the nearest grocery
store, as shown below. I saw that West Oakland is in green, meaning it is Low Income, Low
Access, and at least one mile away from the nearest grocer (‘Food Access Research Atlas’).
I am from Oakland and I grew up around West Oakland. So, I decided to write “Easy Home
Growing” to distribute in West Oakland in particular. I wrote the zine while focusing on the
needs of West Oakland; ¼ of West Oakland residents live below the poverty line, and almost
30% of the population without any college education. As of 2000, 64% of West Oakland
residents are African American. At least 16% of the population is Spanish-speaking (‘West
Oakland Demographics’). Considering these demographics, I wrote ‘Easy Home Growing’
with the goal of keeping the growing process affordable (under $30), accessible, and with the
option to read the zine in Spanish. I will also publish ‘Easy Home Growing’ online, via the
platforms of Facebook, Instagram, and my contacts in Oakland.

Larger space in green: West Oakland, California. The green space stemming off of
the Bay Bridge is Treasure Island. (‘Food Access Research Atlas’).
I have derived resources from local entities. For example, a local business printed the
zines, and my family and neighbors have supported me in building my own garden. Through
just building the planter boxes, I have connected to my neighbors; I live in a home complex
with six houses, 11 tenants, and a shared green space in the center. Turns out, my neighbors
are very excited about the prospect of a home garden, and I am striving to grow enough food
so that everyone can enjoy the harvests. Already, community is being built! I also reached
out to two local urban farms offering my support, though I did not get a response until after
I had decided on my research path. I will work personally with one of these farms, Planting
Justice in Oakland, CA, in May. I will grow my home garden through 2020 and beyond. The
work for this research project “Home Growing and Food Security in West Oakland, CA” has
continued through the middle of April, 2020.

Main Results and Findings:
I have learned that planning and successfully growing a vegetable garden is a strict
science. Through my extensive research, I have come to find that every variety of every crop
has specific biological needs that must be met. This is exciting, because I love science, but
definitely overwhelming. I am working to grow the following crops throughout 2020:
tomatoes, cucumbers, thyme, dill, oregano, basil, summer squash, onions, carrots, kale,
spinach, fennel, and lettuce. As of the writing of this paper, I have begun growing those first
five crops indoors, and today, I saw my very first sprouts. Tiny, tender leaves are shying their
way out of the warm soil. The joy I feel knowing that I’ve raised something from seed, no
matter how small it is today, is unparalleled. Connecting with the earth in such a way fulfills
more than just hunger. Gardening is calming, rewarding, promotes self-sufficiency and
environmental stewardship, and invites the farmer to build a unique reciprocal relationship
with nature. I hope for fellow community members to experience this gratifying process, a
hope which has driven this project.

The first seed starts of the season, including 3 varieties of tomatoes, 3 varieties of cucumber,
dill, oregano, and thyme, 4/12.

Some cucumber sprouts, 4/18.

My dad and I constructing a planter box for the home garden.
Hope has driven this research, and we must hold tightly to hope through the next year.
The recent outbreak of coronavirus has created new pressures for every person on the planet,
though I worry especially for those who are financially vulnerable and with higher chances

of contracting the virus with serious harm. Many of such folks are presenting the
communities around me. West Oakland’s population sees diabetes, heart disease, and
obesity, for example. Due to the need for social distancing, thousands have lost the jobs/pay
they depend on. Others are continuing to work and expose themselves to the virus because
they have no choice. The people who perform what was ‘unskilled labor’ are now ‘essential
workers’, and yet such vital employees are not paid to reflect their necessity, now or before
the presence of the virus in America. Regular societal flows are disjointed. A feeling of
unease and anxiety has settled over my county. Though we wish everyone can shelter in place
and eliminate contact, many vendors in West Oakland and beyond continue to work because
they simply must. It is important to support such local businesses at this time, but so is staying
home.

‘Welcome to West Oakland’. Artist unknown. Image from oaktowndental.com
Having a reliable and guaranteed food source at home, in the form of a fruitful garden,
could mean avoiding contact with food suppliers outside of the house. A home garden
reduces demand for the transportation of food, further breaking the chain of human contact.
Individuals may not actively seek to grow food at home, especially not now amidst global
chaos. With my zine, however, I hope to present an invitation to plant seeds this season, seeds
that will turn into fresh produce within a few months. I will distribute the zines to the
neighborhood within West Oakland that is farthest from the nearest grocery store. I wish I
could bring a zine to every home in West Oakland, but I do not have the resources to print
and share more than 20, 000 copies of ‘Easy Home Growing’. I will print at least 100
disinfected copies, however, and set them on the doorsteps of homes (while wearing gloves,
an N-95 mask, and while maintaining social distance). I hope that I cross 6-ft paths with
home residents so that we can discuss impacts of COVID-19 and how a home garden could
come together for that home. To encourage further dialogue, I have also listed my email
address on the back of the zine with a note that anyone can email me with pictures of harvests,
questions about growing, thoughts, or anything else.
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